to Modernist poetics. The Imagist Williams saw the work of art as assuming a place within nature, whereas the Symbolist Stevens was more concerned with the imagination's power over external objects. This dialectic, which reflects 'an ambiguity in the philosophic and linguistic assumptions of Modernism itself', is 'still unsettled' (21). It is for this reason that Tomlinson's career is both intriguing and representative, at any rate from a British point of view, for in his poetry that dialectic is unsettlingly present. The common view of Tomlinson, fostered by Tomlinson himself, is that an early, mistaken allegiance to Stevens gave way to a more fruitful reading of Williams. But the picture is less simple and more interesting, for one way of looking at Tomlinson's poetic career is as an attempt to exorcize the ghost of Stevens. Tomlinson's poetry demonstrates a Bloomian desire to suppress a strong Stevensian and Symbolist inclination towards an 'interior' poetry that 'live [s] in the mind' (CPP 728) in favour of a Williamsite and Imagist poetry of accurate perception. This chapter will discuss Tomlinson's poetry and poetics in relation to Stevens.
Not all of Tomlinson's statements about Stevens should be taken at face value. In particular, the effect of Some Americans: A Personal Record is to downplay the part Stevens has played in his poetic development in favour of Williams. Tomlinson 'muffed the thing badly', he writes, in discovering Stevens before Williams. The implication of his account is that the kind of lesson he learned from Stevens he could have got more readily from Williams, namely an alertness to sensory perception, getting the 'sharpness' of 'sense experience' into his writing. This was perhaps inevitable, since at the time the only readily available collection of Stevens' poems was Harmonium (lent him by 'an American friend') -Stevens' English Selected Poems was not published until 1953, two years after the time Tomlinson is describing. Stevens' 'Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird', writes Tomlinson, 'led me for a while to look from different angles at separate instances of the meticulous' in poems (in his short collection, The Necklace, 1955) with titles like 'Nine Variations in a Chinese Winter Setting', 'Eight Observations on the Nature of Eternity' and 'Suggestions for the Improvement of a Sunset' (which contains the line 'Six points of vantage provide us with six sunsets') (SA 5, 9-10).
Richard Swigg, in his book Charles Tomlinson and the Objective Tradition, follows Tomlinson's cue by downplaying Stevens' presence in Tomlinson's poetry, implying that the British poet somehow outgrew the American: in Tomlinson's poetry '[t] he human presence coexists with a changing world. But Tomlinson's way of presenting the relation without diminishing the solidity of either shows how he increasingly differs from Stevens' (44). Certainly this statement indicates the essential difference between the two poets. But, on the one hand, the difference has existed from the beginning of Tomlinson's career, and, on the other, Tomlinson has continued to feel the pull of what he thinks of as his opposite. Throughout there has been a continual fascination with Stevens, who has always been an
